Neighborhoods had as important a function as other social networks, such as family, church, guilds, civic guards, and so on. However, the larger districts determined by the city for the organization of the civic guards, fire fighting, and tax assessment lacked the inclusiveness and social fluidity, available even to women and immigrants, that characterized neighborhoods. The pristine and convivial appearance of Vrel's painted scenes embodies the expectations of the long-lived neighborhood organizations. Whereas archival records colorfully document the full range of petitions, offenses, and reconciliations within these communities, Vrel's scenes noticeably omit altogether even a pictorial whisper that the neighborhoods functioned anything but smoothly. Yet, as documents demonstrate, the residents dealt with many challenges to their overall goals of friendship, brotherhood, unity, and honor. By around 1650 Vrel began to paint some of the first, if not the first, close-up views of streets, alleys, houses, shops, and routine social and commercial exchange. All of the paintings focus on the exemplary appearance and atmosphere of a neighborhood's short streets, alleys, and buildings. Narrow, crisscrossing passageways define the zigzag of rows of well-kept gabled houses, which flank either side of the road.
In seven of Vrel's scenes, the ground floor of the buildings includes a shop, such as for baked goods, cloth, or vegetables, 12 or an attached stall (figs. 2-6). share the role of neighbors, who peruse the activity in the street. In so doing, the residents fulfill the expectation of gebuyrten regulations that they should watch for honorable and dishonorable behavior within the small community, which, in turn, encouraged neighbors to eavesdrop and stay aware of each other's activities. 16 Although the concept of honor functioned ideally as a means of assuring social control and stability, attempts on a daily basis to uphold one's honor could also be subversive by pitting neighbors against each other. The particularly narrow streets in Vrel's paintings and the pressing proximity of the rows of houses provide ideal conditions in which to overhear conversations below, as the sound reverberated across and upward to open windows. 17 However, the convivial activities and interactions in Vrel's appropriately tidy street scenes showcase the social network of honorable discourse in an ideal neighborhood.
Residents enjoyed such a strong sense of identity as insiders that they considered those streets and inhabitants outside of their own neighborhood to be strange or "other."
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Various circumstances contributed to such neighborhood insularity and identity.
Residents developed well-trodden, fixed routes in which they essentially privatized aspects of the public space where they felt at home and which signaled to them their own neighborhood. 19 Further, many individuals operated their trades and shops from their homes, which generally limited the need for anyone to access goods and services from outside the neighborhood.
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As a result, it was not unusual to find residents who had never set foot in one or more of the other neighborhoods in the same city. As seen in Vrel's paintings, such ritual greetings, gestures, and actions, or "tiesigns," constitute the deeds, body language and facial expression, which convey the presence of ties between individuals. Tie-signs construct a "language of relationships" without being "messages . . . communication or expressions" themselves.
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They afford knowledge that a relationship exists and they depend on the social context in which they appear.
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In this sense, the neighborhood setting in Vrel's paintings situates the figures' tie-signs within that social context and informs their meaning in specific ways that are different from the same tie-signs in another milieu.
The portrayed gestures of physical engagement, as well as the signified sounds of the figures' voices implied by such tie-signs in Vrel's paintings, would have been readily familiar to residents of neighborhoods. The voices of individuals, like the sounds of animals, had much greater prominence in seventeenth-century communities than in our machine-infused present. Human sounds, as signified in Vrel's paintings, had the most meaningful consequence of all "temporal markers" within "the urban soundscape [which] formed a complex semiotic system . . . with its own grammar and syntax."
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Owing to the lack of loud environmental sounds of more than 70 decibels (excluding barking dogs), conversations in-or outdoors assumed a particularly significant presence and resonance.
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In addition to residents' idiosyncratic voices, temporal markers within a neighborhood included other distinctive sounds. Vrel's scenes depict signifiers of familiar auditory temporal markers. According to David Garrioch, those additional neighborhood sounds helped to shape "people's sense of urban space. . . . The sighted . . . whether aware of it or not, used sound to situate themselves. A barking dog, a rooster, the rattle of shutters, a fountain or the clanging of a bucket in a nearby well were spatial markers to those who knew the neighborhood." 33 Such shared sounds, also referred to as local "soundmarks," 34 were akin to physical landmarks in their identification with a specific place. Local soundmarks specific to a neighborhood contributed to a recognizable-even predictable-environment, which helped to define its parameters. As Garrioch observed, they constituted Previous scholars have disagreed as to whether elements in Vrel's paintings suggest a specific location or whether he constructed fictive scenes. In this context, Vrel's repeated depiction of a bakery shop, as well as his various iterations of the shop sign, a pole with suspended golden bowls, suggest that these were meaningful signifiers to him-perhaps familiar, although not necessarily replicated, from firsthand experienceand regarded as at home in a typical neighborhood. In some of the paintings, the recurring elements appear as seen from different vantage points, which implies that the compositions depict varied directional views of one small physical area.
In three paintings Vrel prominently situated the same or a similar bakery's outdoor display of goods at what appears to be the same, or similar, fork in a street (figs. 4-6).
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The repeated depiction of the relatively prominent bakery at a fork in the road suggests that the shop had specificity and, therefore, more resonance for Vrel than just that of a generic motif or a means by which he could pictorially identify with the artfulness of the baker. 
